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Abstract
This paper reports the results of an exploratory study
aimed at identifying the underlying dimensions of a
complex concept known as organizational learning ability
(OLA). Understanding OLA is important because it is a
vital part for explaining why firms are sometimes
reluctant to accept and use new technologies with
confidence.  A good understanding of OLA is also
essential to the development of a valid and reliable OLA
measurement instrument. Such an instrument, in the
context of information technology adoption, does not
exist yet.  Drawing from the prior literature and several
focus group interviews, 42 items purporting to measure
OLA were generated. A questionnaire developed from
these 42 items was administered to 1200 firms, yielding a
response rate of around 15%. The responses were
subjected to an exploratory factor analysis, indicating that
the co-variation among the proposed OLA 42 items can
be explained by a correlated six-factor measurement
which may be interpreted as: adaptability, compatibility,
accessibility, information management, awareness and
unit support. This study not only contributes to a better
understanding of the OL concept, but also provides a
basis for the construction of an instrument for measuring
OLA.
Introduction
Information technology (IT) can help
organizations achieve competitive advantages. Yet many
organizations are slow to adopt IT.  To explain this
phenomenon a line of research has arisen, identifying the
relationship between the perceived attributes of an IT and
its adoption by organizations (Rogers, 1995).  In
particular, these perceived attributes have been found to
influence the adoption rate directly.  However, these
perceived attributes alone are not sufficient to predict the
adoption rate of IT in organizations.  Attewell (1992) has
conceptualized the adoption of complex technological
innovations in terms of decreasing knowledge barriers.
OL is regarded as the process leading to the development,
dissemination and retention of knowledge in
organizations. This process will lower organizational
knowledge barrier, and organizations will be more
confident in adopting innovation according to Attewell’s
theory.  However, this hypothesis needs to be tested with
empirical data. Unfortunately, there is no reliable and
validated instrument available in the literature for
measuring organizational learning ability (OLA) in the
context of IT adoption. The task of constructing such an
instrument is made more difficult due to the fact that OLA
is a complex and abstract phenomenon most likely
embodying multiple dimensions.  Without first
establishing the underlying dimensions of this
phenomenon, it would be difficult to come up with a valid
instrument to measure OLA.  Drawing from the
organizational learning literature, much of it is qualitative
and shares a process perspective, and through the use of
exploratory factor analysis, 6 OLA dimensions have been
discovered and interpreted.  The paper contributes to a
better understanding of the OL concept and provides a
basis for the construction of an instrument for measuring
OLA.
Organisational Learning
For a given firm, its OLA is the ability to
manipulate organizational knowledge thereby improving
the reliability of organizational performance. Although
the concept of organizational learning (OL) has been
addressed by a broad range of literature, there is no
consistent definition for OL.  Various studies dealing with
different aspects of OL have been reviewed and
assimilated in this study in order to obtain a more
complete definition for OL. Taking an information theory
perspective, OL is a process (Huber, 1991) in which
organizational competence (Dodgson, 1993) is created for
sharing in organization (Newman, 1997). OL results in
changes of potential behaviour in a firm (Huber, 1991).
From this perspective, OL can further be defined as ‘the
process of acquisition, dissemination, and interpretation
of knowledge, along with the organizational memory
(OM), to build up the core organizational competence
among different entities of an organisation, which will in
turn affect the potential behavior of the organization.’
According to this definition, OL can be considered
as a ‘process’. Huber (1991) has suggested four integrally
linked sub-processes (information acquisition,
information distribution, information interpretation and
OM) as fundamental to the OL process.  Knowledge
acquisition is the process by which knowledge may be
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acquired by the users.  Information distribution refers to
the process by which an organization shares the acquired
information and what has been learned among its units
and members. Information interpretation is the process of
translating events and developing shared understandings
and conceptual schemes among organizational entities,
through which information acquires meaning.  Finally,
OM refers to the repository where knowledge is stored for
future use, and also is the process to manipulate
knowledge dynamically (Stein, 1995).
Research Method
The prior qualitative literature on learning
organizations provides a rich description of how OL is
actually performed in an organizational context.
Examples in this literature were used to generate items for
the measurement of OLA.
To ensure content validity of the item pool
generated by qualitative comments of the literature,
comments from decision-makers of organizations were
collected.  Focus group techniques were used in this
study, involving decision-makers in organizations, to
throw ideas and insights on the issue of OLA and to check
on the item pool generated initially.  The resulting items
were used to develop a questionnaire for data collection.
This questionnaire contains 42 items and is framed within
an IT adoption context. Exploratory factor analysis was
conducted in order to interpret the results.
Response Rate
Questionnaires were sent to the managing directors
of 1200 different organizations in Hong Kong. All the
companies selected as candidates for participation in the
study were based on a judgmental sampling method.  The
key feature of judgmental sampling is that population
elements are purposively selected and it is believed that
they are representative of the population of interest.
Sixty-two questionnaires were returned as undeliverable
mail, and 168 completed questionnaires were returned,
yielding a 14.76 percent response rate.  Eight of the
returned questionnaires were not usable.
Analysis and Results
Exploratory factor analysis procedures were
performed on the 42 possible factor items with varimax
rotation to explore the underlying dimensions of OLA. In
achieving a satisfactory reduction in the number of factors
determined through factor analysis, four criteria were
used: [1] the eigenvalues for the number of factors had to
be greater than one (Hair, 1995); [2] the scree test had to
be used to determines at what point the major slope of the
scree plot changes slope from a relatively steep slope to
one that is fairly flat and chooses the number of factors to
equal the point at which this change occurs (Hair, 1995);
[3] the Cronbach’s alpha value for a factor had to be at
least .70 (Hair, 1995) and [4] the factor had to have at
least three items constituting the factor (Spector, 1992).
The Cronbach’s alpha values, the number of items
constituting the factor, and the factor loading ranges for








1 0.9159 7 0.811 to
0.583
2 0.9012 8 0.750 to
0.573
3 0.8920 3 0.796 to
0.693
4 0.8572 6 0.694 to
0.569
5 0.8281 5 0.752 to
0.524
6 0.7351 4 0.736 to
0.591
Six significant factors were identified using
exploratory factor analysis procedures with the four factor
reduction criteria described above.  The following
discussion describes each factor, the component name
assigned to the factor, and why such a factor is considered
to be important to the concept of OLA.
Factor 1 consists of seven items that directly show
the adaptability of learning process within an organization
and thus the component name assigned to it is
adaptability.  Since both the external environments and
the internal organizational needs and structures keep
changing, OL process must also be able to make
continuous adaptations.  Adaptability refers to
organization’s ability to recognize the constantly
changing needs of the organization, and to adapt itself in
order to decide the most appropriate means for capturing,
distributing and interpreting the information.
Factor 2 consists of eight items that directly show
the degree to which the OL ability in the context of IT
adoption is perceived as consistent with the existing
values, past experiences, and needs of organizations.  The
component name assigned to this factor is compatibility
which refers to organization’s ability to ensure the
compatibility of information flowing through it so as to
smooth out the overall flow of information between
different processes, and also the irrelevant information
according to the existing attitudes and beliefs can be
filtered to increase its certainty.
Factor 3 is comprised of three items and the
component name is accessibility.  Accessibility refers to
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organization’s ability to access the available information
and resources needed by each related party in the
organization.  Having good access implies that there is
already an established pattern for reaching and getting
into the information and resources required.  Under such a
situation, users can retrieve any relevant information from
different sources at any time within an organization.
Factor 4 contains six items that directly address the
importance of information manipulation and the
component name assigned to it is information
management.  This refers to organization’s ability to
convert or summarize the relevant information to an
understandable form within the appropriate frame of
reference. Good information management requires regular
refreshing and manipulation of information in the OM
such that information can be retrieved effectively from the
OM with high integrity. Such integrity should be ensured
in the integration of new information.
Factor 5 includes five items and the component
name is awareness.  Awareness refers to organization’s
ability to aware of the available means to distribute the
information to the target organizational units and users
can be notified whenever there are changes to the existing
information.  Also, awareness lets users have a clear
understanding on translation facilities, organizational
intelligence and frame of reference in learning process to
keep the consistency of information.
Factor 6 contains four items, which emphasize the
importance of unit support in the learning process, and
thus the component name assigned to this factor is unit
support.  Unit support refers to organization’s ability to
obtain useful information provided by each individual
unit, which help to improve the OL process.  It also shows
that getting an understanding on the shared information
requires a mutual support from different units during the
learning process.
Conclusions and Discussions
This study consists of exploratory research
designed to identify the underlying dimensions for the
complex concept of OLA.  Six dimensions have been
identified, viz.,  adaptability, compatibility, accessibility,
information management, awareness and unit support.
The interpretation of these dimensions seems to be
consistent with the process view of organizational
learning as described by Huber (1991). Many of the
dimensions discovered are new and have not been
previously identified empirically. No validated instrument
is available for measuring OLA in the context of IT
adoption. Yet, the development of such an instrument
relies on a good understanding of the underlying
dimensions of the concept (i.e. OLA).  Thus this study not
only contributes to a better understanding of the OLA
concept, but also provides some clues to the construction
of an instrument for measuring OLA.
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